In their paper Reaching Agreement, Bock and Middleton (2011) review a vast array of psycholinguistic experiments on semantic influences in agreement which they argue provide critical empirical evidence to the longstanding debate about the role of meaning in syntax. The authors propose to unify these findings within the Marking and Morphing model, the reference framework for many psycholinguistic studies of agreement production. In this commentary, I discuss four concerns about the approach advocated by Bock and Middleton: (1) the pervasive confusion with respect to the definition of agreement, and its conceptual consequences on the debate about the role of meaning in syntax, (2) the infelicitous comparison between pronouns and verbs providing the empirical foundations of Marking and Morphing, (3) the existence of a set of experimental findings invalidating the assumption of the model with respect to the relation between feature transmission and morphology, (4) the lack of assumptions of Marking and Morphing with respect to the process of feature transmission, hence its inability to account for the structural effects on attraction. In response to these concerns, I present an alternative model, Selection and Copy, and sketch a line of research that explores the workings of the Copy component. I then address the criticisms raised by Bock and Middleton against this research and question the explanatory force of Marking and Morphing as a model of agreement defined as a core syntactic process.
Introduction
Both linguistic theory and psycholinguistic research have considered the issue of agreement in great detail. In linguistics, the study of grammatical constraints on agreement has uncovered highly specific evidence for syntactic structure, such that agreement is viewed as 'a key diagnostic in the syntactician's toolkit ' (den Dikken 2003; Baker 2011; Nevins 2011) . In contrast, structural constraints in agreement realization have only marginally been explored in psycholinguistic studies. Rather, research has focused on the longstanding debate about the role of meaning in syntax, as evidenced in the state of the art literature review offered by Kathryn Bock and Erica Middleton in this volume.
Agreement in number is of particular interest for the study of the relationship between syntax and semantics. As noted by Bock and Middleton, the foundations of humans' conceptualization of number are on the one hand strongly anchored in our cognitive heritage, and on the other hand part of natural languages' grammar. Hence, being represented both at the conceptual level (as a referential property of objects) and at the syntactic level (as a phi feature of nominal arguments and their dependents), number provides an ideal opportunity to explore whether and how semantics influences the 'core syntactic process' of agreement. The debate concerns the interpretation of these effects, which is the cornerstone of Bock and Middleton's paper.
Bock and Middleton provide an impressive review of empirical findings from psycholinguistic studies of agreement production showing apparent influences from number semantics on agreement across a variety of languages and structures. The authors propose to interpret the varying effects within a unified model of agreement production called Marking and Morphing. The major property of the model is the separation between two functionally distinct components. Marking is the process that imports notional number from the semantics into the syntax. It operates at the interface between the message level and grammatical encoding, and is assumed to be the locus of conceptual influences on agreement. Morphing is a set of interrelated operations. Its first role is to match number-relevant features from the syntax (number marking) and the lexicon (number specifications). Morphing also binds morphological information to structural positions. Finally, morphing transmits number features to structurally controlled constituents (e.g., to verbs). This model has the considerable merit of proposing a unified account of this large literature on semantic influences on agreement and is, as such, a reference framework for psycholinguistic research on agreement production.
The commentary is organized in four sections. In the first section, I discuss a pervasive confusion in the psycholinguistic literature between the linguistic phenomenon of agreement and the processes assumed to underlie its realization. Although this confusion is in some sense terminological, it has impacted on the conceptual debate, resulting in ambiguous conclusions with respect to whether or not number meaning influences the core syntactic process of agreement. In the second section, the relationship between theory and data underlying the Marking and Morphing model advocated by Bock and Middleton is analyzed. I argue that key empirical evidence that the authors use for teasing apart control and constraints models, is irrelevant for teasing apart control and constraint models. In the third section, after raising some conceptual issues in the definition of the functional properties of Morphing, I consider a set
